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			Preface

			If someone took control of your life tomorrow, what’s the first thing they would change?

			When I first heard this question posed by James Clear, it struck a chord with me. If you can answer that question, you already know what you need to change. Then, the question becomes: Why have you not already made that change in your life?

			Usually, that answer is rooted in some form of fear, because change can be both difficult and scary. I personally believe we resist change because it takes us outside of our comfort zones. However, that’s a great destination to navigate towards—outside of your comfort zone. That’s where growth takes place. Nothing big ever happens in comfort zones.

			I understand all too well about making big changes. In fact, I wrote a book about them, called The Change Agent. What I learned through writing and sharing that book is that people learn best through stories. We can digest and retain wisdom more easily when it is embedded in a story.

			Storytelling is probably the oldest form of both entertainment and education. For millennia, humans have learned morals, principles, laws, and lessons through stories, from personal anecdotes to shared experiences to parables. In the beginning, we huddled around campfires and caves. As time progressed, humans gathered in tents, huts, dens, churches, temples, homes, and apartments to learn at the feet of storytellers. Stories are in our DNA.

			A good storyteller will captivate an audience and elicit emotion. Eliciting emotion is critical for the storyteller because once emotion is involved, memories get created. Making someone feel something is the goal of the storyteller. One of Maya Angelou’s most famous quotes touches on this: “…People will never forget how you made them feel.”

			People, I have found, love stories with certain elements. Almost universally, we love stories about the underdog journey, the redemption story. Life can be difficult, so we want to see people overcome adversity. When they do so, we’re given hope that we can overcome our own struggles as well. In the underdog story, that underdog represents us; when they win, we win.

			Love stories are usually memorable, too. At the core of being human, we all want to belong and be loved. That’s why stories of the happily-ever-after are so popular. Many of us have grown up on these stories, which let us know that there is someone out there for each of us. We’re hardwired to root for love conquering all obstacles. These stories instill hope in humanity.

			In my experience, though, I’ve found people really love true-crime and prison stories. It is in these stories that our curiosity about the underworld is fulfilled. We live vicariously, comfortably, through the exploits of people who are breaking the rules of society, and we either root for them or root for their comeuppance. Most of us will never enter the criminal justice system. These stories are as close as we get, as close as anyone should want to get, and that distance grants us the safe thrill of voyeurism into the criminal mind. Whether uplifting like The Shawshank Redemption or gory or suspenseful or inspirational, prison stories present us with stories we relish hearing but have no desire to live through firsthand.

			My story has all the above elements. My actual job, as a keynote speaker and author, is to travel the world inspiring audiences. A journalist once called me “the modern-day Shawshank Redemption” and compared me to one of its main characters, calling me a “real-life Andy Dufresne.” I pushed back against this; I told him that I understood where he was going with the comparison, but the biggest difference between Andy and me was that Andy was innocent, and I am guilty of the crimes that landed me in prison.

			In 2009, a Dallas jury sentenced me to sixty-five years—a life sentence—for engaging in organized crime. Or, in prison slang, I got six dimes and a nickel. It was a RICO case, of which I was the ringleader. My actions put me into the harshest environment on earth: a Texas, level-five maximum-security prison with my whole life ahead of me.

			This element of my story is why James Clear’s question piqued my curiosity so much. The Texas Department of Criminal Justice did take control of my life because of the choices I made. I was at a monstrous fork in the road. I knew that something had to change and that something was me. I just had no clue where to begin.

			Inside those suffocating walls of prison, fighting for my life and my sanity, I found grit, courage, and determination to make the change. Sometimes, actually, it found me. It found me in the form of other inmates, sharing their wisdom learned from going through what I was about to go through. It came in the form of wardens and other prison officials who saw humanity in me, who sparked in me a desire to become the person they thought I could be. It came in the form of family and friends who never let me forget there was a world waiting for me outside of prison walls, one I should never give up on. I had help, I continue to have help, and that help gives me the strength to challenge myself in ways big and small.

			But first, I had to make it to a release date, one that could have been almost fifty years from the time I’m writing this now. With help, my dungeon became a cocoon, where I experienced a spiritual awakening. I became a redeemed man, a changed man. The change was so extreme that the parole board released me in 2015. However, I would be on parole—to serve the remaining years of my life sentence on supervised release—until the year 2073.

			A few years after I got out of prison, I released my first book about making that change: The Change Agent. It was my autobiography, in which I told the story about a guy who had it all, squandered it all, and then defied all odds by making one of the most incredible comebacks. It was the book that introduced my story and me to the world.

			Since then, I’ve written several other books, many of which became Wall Street Journal bestsellers in the business/personal development space. Although The Coffee Bean, my personal development bestseller that I coauthored with Jon Gordon, is the book most of the world knows me by, The Change Agent is my favorite of all my books. Part prison diary and part manifesto for transforming a life under the most extreme odds, it showed people that they are always capable of way more than they think. It was a blueprint for not allowing overthinking to get in the way of overcoming. In a word, it was all about change.

			This book will pick up where The Change Agent left off. For those of you who have not read The Change Agent, no worries. You will be fine. I’ll utilize part of this book to give you the backstory. I won’t go into the level of detail The Change Agent contains regarding my past, my addiction to meth, my crime spree, or my daily life in prison; reading The Change Agent is not a requirement to understanding this book.

			So much has happened since The Change Agent was published in 2019. In fact, I would venture to say that the transformation since then has been more extreme than the transformation I was able to complete inside of a maximum-security prison in Texas. Without getting too ahead of the story, I’ve become one of the most sought-after speakers on the planet, a bestselling author, a husband and stepfather, a college professor, a philanthropist, and an extremely successful entrepreneur.

			More important than any of that, however, is that I have maintained my sobriety and created a life of impact and purpose by working a program of recovery—one day at a time. It is from the teachings of my program of recovery that so many of the principles in my life derive. If The Change Agent was me writing my story, this book aims to share the uncompromising principles I implemented to rewrite my story.

			This is not a book primarily for people in recovery. Rather, this book, and the principles herein, are intended for everyone. It is a guide for living. Everyone has unlocked potential to make their own lives better through helping others, and I believe my story demonstrates ways to make positive changes without first going through devastating addiction or time in a maximum-security prison. Luckily, those are not prerequisites for this course.

			Like the ink blot on the cover of this book, a literary journey begins when you put pen to paper. Each chapter title is one of the principles. The chapter content includes stories behind the principle, stories that either illustrate how adhering to the principle brought opportunity or accomplishment to my life, or illustrating how ignoring these principles landed me in the very deep hole from which I had to climb. At the end of each chapter there will be a reflection on the principle in the hopes you can apply these proven principles in your life. This book will be a tactical guide to discovering your maximum potential and rewriting your story in life.

			This is my wheelhouse. I am a storyteller, who has learned the art of weaving real-life events into personal development gold. If you’re wanting to not only make a change in your life but also discover how to maintain that change and become the best version of you, then you’ve come to the right place. Keep reading!

			 

			Damon West

			December 2024

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Relationships Are Everything

			The Compounding Interest of 
Doing the Next Right Thing

			Heathrow Airport

			July 7, 2022

			“I believe we’re going to avoid an international incident,” Kendell said to me, adding some nervous laughter, once we had finally made it through the long lines at Heathrow Airport. My wife, my stepdaughter (Clara), and I sat in the United Airlines Lounge, waiting to board our flight back to Houston.

			It was important for me to not miss my flight. I had made an agreement with the government of the United Kingdom that I would be out of their country today. Felons are not allowed to legally travel to the United Kingdom without a lot of paperwork, especially not felons like me, who were sentenced to life in prison and are on parole until 2073.

			Being on parole for the rest of your life is like always having a sword hovering above your neck. The key is to acknowledge and respect the sword, but not to live in fear of the sword. Perspective is everything. Every day when I wake up and my feet don’t hit the cold, concrete floor of a prison cell is a day that I’m winning.

			Prison, and then my new life today as a keynote speaker, college professor, and author, has taught me so many lessons about finding opportunities in adversity. One of the lessons I learned, exemplified by this trip to London, is that anything is possible if you have the right people that believe in you. Relationships are everything. Earned trust is everything.

			Lucy Fato is the relationship that brought me to London. Making sure that I am on time to fly out is the small way I continue to earn her trust.
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			On April 1, I got a call from Lucy that I thought was an April Fool’s joke.

			“Given your new profile in the insurance industry, a group of risk managers in the UK have asked if it is possible for you to travel to London to meet with them. There is a significant focus on prison reform in the UK, which frankly I was unaware of. Risk managers from different corporations are working together to find solutions and they are interested in hearing from you directly about your experience. We thought we could couple that with you speaking with my team in London. They’ve been closely following you and your mission through the pro-bono work we are doing around criminal and social justice reform. And the risk managers will host you at The House of Lords! We want you to explain how your Be a Coffee Bean Foundation is addressing the needs of children in America who have incarcerated parents.”

			Lucy was essentially pitching me on two speaking engagements that any normal keynote speaker would seize on with excitement.

			“Lucy! That sounds incredible, but I can’t go.”

			“What do you mean? I didn’t even give you a date, so you can’t possibly tell me you have a prior engagement,” she said with a tinge of annoyance. Lucy was not someone who hears “no” often.

			Being a felon on parole means you must explain things to people that don’t necessarily make any sense. I can never vote again. I cannot become licensed for many jobs. I cannot get life insurance. I don’t have a right to refuse a search of my home or any vehicle I’m driving. But, relevant to Lucy’s exciting offer…

			“I can’t go to London because felons are not allowed to travel to the UK.”

			“I don’t understand. Why would your criminal background prevent you from traveling? You went to prison, did your time, and they let you go. You weren’t even a violent criminal.”

			See what I mean? Lucy is applying logic to a situation that defies logic.

			Rather than focus on what I can’t do while on parole, one of the many incredible things I have been able to do since walking out of prison is go back to school, earning a master’s degree in criminal justice and then becoming an adjunct professor at the University of Houston Downtown. For three years, I taught a class called Prisons in America, making me a university professor, teaching a class about prisons, who also lived in prison.

			My students got to learn from someone who had firsthand experience with all facets of the American criminal justice system. From being a criminal on the streets, defendant in a courtroom, to inmate #1585689 in the Texas Department of Criminal Justice. As a parolee on parole for life, I am that rare lived experience with which no textbook can compete.

			In my class, I was the textbook.

			On the first day of class, I asked my students if they thought America was a nation of second chances. After all, in front of them was one of the greatest comeback stories of a formerly incarcerated individual. Most of the criminal justice majors in the room were idealistic about their nation and their chosen profession, wanting to believe the best in our country and in a system in which they were planning their careers.

			However, I would always pull the rug out from under them on day one with three simple, powerful words, told to me by a warden. It is the same sentence I told Lucy when she couldn’t understand why the UK wouldn’t let me in.

			“Punishment never stops, Lucy.”

			Silence on the other end of the phone. Lucy is one of the most brilliant people I know. She is also someone who became a lawyer when she personally witnessed injustice in a Pittsburgh courtroom as a young woman. I knew what I said struck a nerve and she was digesting those three words, carefully choosing a response.

			After a moment, she asked me to tell her more about the laws prohibiting me from traveling to the UK. I told her everything I knew, but I cautioned her that my information came not from a legal text, but from the network of other formerly incarcerated individuals in America with whom I was connected. There is actually a social network of formerly incarcerated men and women, all of us out there becoming pillars of society, showing by our actions that second chances are worthwhile, that worthy lives after prison are possible. Several of us are entrepreneurs. The reality is that many formerly incarcerated people become entrepreneurs out of necessity. If you must check that felony box on an application in America, you will find yourself shut out of many jobs.

			Interestingly enough, a lot of these formerly incarcerated men and women are lawyers, like Lucy.

			I explained that there are several dozen countries that deny entry to felons from America. In turn, America also denies entry to those countries’ felons. Kind of like a bizarre import/export embargo on formerly incarcerated people. Every continent of earth was represented.

			Heck, Australia was even on the list, and it began as a penal colony in the 1700s, when the British started sending their criminals there. Talk about forgetting where you come from!

			“I’m thinking we should plan these London presentations the first week of July,” Lucy responded to me, unfazed by everything I had shared with her about travel restrictions. “Bring Kendell and Clara. You can make a family vacation out of it.”

			Her response did not surprise me. Lucy is a solutions-oriented leader who uses common sense and finds a way to win. Moreover, she is someone who champions the underdog. As the lead counsel for a high-profile, global company, she uses her experience and platform to fight for the little guy.

			That was how Lucy and I met.

			Last year, Lucy came across my profile on LinkedIn and sent me a DM. We hopped on a call and then she brought me in to speak at her corporate offices in New York. Then, she introduced me to the pro-bono program she oversaw, whose purpose was to find underdogs in all walks of life and help them overcome adversity with the resources of a massive global corporation behind them.

			The Be a Coffee Bean Foundation, whose mission is to provide children of incarcerated parents with extra-curricular scholarships, became the beneficiary of Lucy and her company’s pro-bono resources. In an instant, the foundation Kendell and I created had the resources to help at-risk kids all over America with the finances to become involved in activities that were once out of their reach. Lucy saw what we saw. Kids don’t get to pick their parents, and kids with an incarcerated parent were at greater risk to one day become incarcerated themselves than a kid who did not have an incarcerated parent.

			This travel thing, however, was a different beast, a fight too big for Lucy. “Lucy, I love your warrior spirit, and there is no one else I want in a foxhole with me than you, but this is a foreign policy that is shared by both the UK and the US. Not to mention, the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, which would have to issue me a travel permit, one I’m guessing it has never issued.”

			Silence on the other end of the phone.

			After a moment, Lucy responded. “Damon, let’s start by applying for your visa. I’m confident we will get this done.”

			Everyone needs help. Lucy wants me to be in London, and she’s devoted herself to being that help. Relationships are everything.

			Following Lucy’s instructions, I worked with members of her team and applied for my visa. The response from the UK Home Office was swift and the answer decisive:

			Your application for entry clearance is refused under paragraph 9.4.1 of Part 9 of the Immigration Rules because

			Paragraph 9.4.1(a) states that an application for entry clearance, permission to enter or permission to stay must be refused where the applicant has been convicted of a criminal offence in the UK or overseas for which they have received a custodial sentence of 12 months or more.

			You state that you were convicted of a criminal offence and sentenced to 65 years in prison on 18/05/2009.

			You have received a custodial sentence of 12 months or more. It is therefore mandatory to refuse your application.

			Honestly, I was not surprised at all by the response; I expected it. I forwarded the email to Lucy with three words: “Punishment Never Stops.”

			Lucy replied within minutes. Her email simply said, “I’ll take it from here.”

			After consulting with a well-known immigration attorney, who told her getting me a visa would never happen, Lucy said, “Thank you very much,” and instead turned to her own team. Over the next few weeks, we worked on immigration and background information, enlisting help from a global private investigative firm that partnered with Lucy on various pro-bono matters. It is the kind of firm high-profile individuals hire to do self–due diligence and background checks to see if there was any discoverable dirt on them. I can honestly say the dossier it put together on me was more than my lawyer did for my organized crime trial.

			Admittedly, it was a little baffling to me that we were doing all this work considering the odds were so overwhelmingly against us. From time to time, Lucy would call me to go over the agenda for the trip, even telling me that she personally bought all of us tickets for Wimbledon at Centre Court.

			Meanwhile, I still hadn’t even purchased plane tickets.

			I consider myself a confident person, but Lucy was on a whole different level. If she had doubts, she hid them from me.

			Then, on May 27, I opened my email, and my jaw dropped. It was from the UK Home Office, the same agency that had denied me a month earlier. I was stunned in disbelief as I read the letter.

			Dear DAMON JOSEPH WEST,

			Please note that your visa decisions has been overturned/a correction is required to your visa.

			Please submit your passport to the Scan Hub at the following address with a copy of this e-mail ensuring that the envelope is clearly marked with the word “OVERTURNED” on the outside.

			Once we have confirmation that the passports have been received, we will send out a new decision to be endorsed on your passport.

			Kind Regards,

			UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI)

			My first call was to my wife, who was equally shocked. We had both agreed to not mention anything about a possible England trip to her daughter, Clara, until I could verify the email was real. My next call was to Lucy.

			By the tone of Lucy’s voice, it was obvious she already knew. In fact, she had always known. “Lucy, I survived living in a maximum-security prison by not asking a lot of questions. I have to find out. How did you do it?”

			“It doesn’t matter. All you needed was someone who could talk common sense to them. Your track record since you left prison speaks for itself, and they are lucky to have someone like you visiting their country to educate others on important issues like prison reform. I never doubted my team would get it done. Have you told Kendell and Clara we are all going to England?”

			After I hung up the phone, I purchased three round-trip tickets to London and called Kendell to tell her it was time to tell Clara we were going to London. Just the thought of taking the trip made my eyes well up with tears.

			I wasn’t emotional because I was going to England. I wasn’t even emotional that Lucy had put so much confidence in me, that her continued belief in me allowed me to meet new audiences and share my message. I had to take deep breaths because after the poor decisions I had made as a drug addict and criminal, and the consequences that came with them, my family would not have to suffer because of me.
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			Back at Heathrow, Kendell squeezed my hand, realizing how unlikely it was for us to be returning from the UK. When we were married, the conversation about honeymoon destinations was a reality check regarding her decision to marry a formerly incarcerated individual. We ended up going to Mexico, without facing any travel restrictions.

			“You’re a good man, Damon, who does a lot for so many. Lucy coming into your life is proof of that. It’s God’s way of sending an angel to help you.”

			I call these things God Things. Only God could be responsible for some of the things that have happened in my life. I have help. Relationships are everything.

			“Speaking of angels,” she asked, “what are you going to post for your anniversary at the end of the month?”

			I knew what anniversary she was referring to: July 30. A SWAT team boot on my chest. A rock bottom rapidly approaching. A fork in the road.

			“Hard to believe it’s been fourteen years since those angels rescued me.”

			Reflections

			The choices you make today will go with you for the rest of your life. These consequences are the by-product of your thinking at the time. This story illustrates the fact that there are both good and bad consequences of your thinking and your choices. Years ago, my best thinking turned me into a criminal, and the consequence was life in prison and, subsequently, on parole until 2073. On the other hand, because I changed the way I think, the consequences today are that people believe in me.

			Everything goes back to your thinking. How you think matters because your thoughts control your actions, and actions have consequences.

			Once your thoughts and actions are aligned in a positive way, you begin attracting the right people into your life. These relationships are the building blocks for both your successes and the platform you will create that can help others. In healthy relationships, we look for ways to help and serve others.

			Lastly, be a connector. A constant theme in this book is connecting people.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			You Are the Sum of the People Around You

			Surround Yourself with the Right Crowd

			The Backstory: July 30, 2008

			Dallas, Texas

			I never set out to be the leader of a criminal ring. Heck, when I was growing up, I wanted to be a sports agent. Instead, I became an alcoholic, a drug addict, and a thief. As a drug addict, I gave up my goals in exchange for my behaviors.

			Addiction touches every person in this country. Whether you’re an addict, the victim of an addict, the family member of an addict, or a friend of an addict, no one is immune from the epidemic of addiction in America. Maybe you’re one of the luckiest people who don’t fall into any of those categories. In that case, your taxes are going to treat addiction, often in the form of incarceration. It touches you as well.

			My fifth-grade teacher told me, “Damon, you’re a natural-born leader, and you will either lead people the right way or the wrong way in life.”

			She was correct on both accounts. I had once led people the right way, as evidenced by being the starting QB for a D1 football team. I had also led people the very wrong way, leading a group of addicts who broke into homes and apartments in Dallas.

			We stole for meth.

			It was a hot July day. I had not slept one minute the night before. Meth will do that to you. It keeps you up. However, this day was made even more difficult because I was a marked man.

			I was sitting on the couch, in a little apartment, smoking meth with my dealer, a guy named Tex. As we were passing this pipe back and forth, I was telling Tex he needed to leave. “The cops are closing in on me. The end is near. You don’t want to be here right now.”

			Ten days before this, my partner in crime, Dustin, had been picked up by the Dallas Police Department. It was all behind a stolen car. Now they had him in custody, which meant I knew it was just a matter of time before I was in custody. In crime, everybody talks! There is no honor among thieves. And that is exactly what we were: thieves.

			As I was passing the pipe back to Tex, the window to my right blew out and shattered. Tumbling across my living room floor was a canister going end over end. It was smoking on one side. I knew what it was because I had seen this in a movie before. As quickly as my brain could send the signal to my legs, I leapt off the couch and tried to get out of the living room.

			Too late. Boom!

			The flashbang grenade went off in my face. A bright white light. A loud noise. My ears were ringing. I was temporarily blinded. The flashbang achieved its purpose of disorienting me.

			When my eyes could focus again there was a cop standing over me in full SWAT riot gear. His boot was on my chest and the barrel of an assault rifle was pressed into my eye socket. Cutting through the ringing in my ears was his voice, screaming at the top of his lungs, “Don’t move! Don’t move!”

			I screamed back to him, at the top of my lungs, “Don’t worry! Don’t worry!”

			Then I heard another officer call out loudly, “We got him! We got The Uptown Burglar.”

			The Uptown Burglar. A name I’ll live with for the rest of my life.

			About a dozen other meth addicts and myself—young and old, male and female, black and white and everything in between because drugs and addiction do not discriminate—broke into the homes of dozens and dozens of people in the uptown neighborhood of Dallas (and beyond) to feed our insatiable meth habits. Our crime spree had gone on for about two years.

			I had surrounded myself with the wrong crowd, but they had as well. I was just as much the wrong crowd as anyone else in the crime ring.

			When you’re a quarterback, you may take the field as the star, and you may take the field as the savior, but you do not take the field alone. You are the sum of the people around you. You are the best qualities of your coaches and teammates. When you go to work, you are the sum of the people around you, and your best work will come driven by the quality of your team. In my own life, I had been part of the best crowd, my family, who loved and supported me. By the time I was an adult on my own, they had equipped me with all the tools I needed to have a successful life.

			When you’re an addict, though, those tools rust, and instead of being part of a team, everyone is focused on themselves. And you contribute the most to your own destruction. I once played football, cheered by tens of thousands of people. I once was the son of two proud parents. That had been my crowd. However, now my crowd was other addicts and criminals, strung out, desperate, and looking for the next victim. I was not above them; I was them. The crew of meth-addicted thieves saw the exact same bad crowd in me as I saw in them.

			On July 30, 2008, the Uptown Burglaries came to an end because the ringleader of the entire thing was zip-tied on the dirty floor of an apartment on Holland Avenue. The police lifted me up, read me my rights, and dozens of officers made a path in my living room for me to be escorted out. I looked down both sides of the street and saw that it was cordoned off for blocks. Dozens of DPD cars were littered all over. Police were everywhere. They watched as I was marched out of the building. They shoved me in the back of a police cruiser.

			Dallas County jail is one of the biggest jail complexes in America. More populous than many small towns, it houses about nine thousand inmates. No other inmate I knew of in Dallas County had a bond the size of mine. At $1.4 million, my bond made it harder for me to bond out than child molesters, rapists, and murderers.

			My crimes were nothing like those crimes. Mine were property crimes. No one was ever home during my burglaries, my victims and I never saw each other, no one was physically hurt, and no weapons were used. However, Dallas County sent a clear message with my bond: I was not getting out of this.

			Mind you, this was not the first time I had ever been arrested. Over the past few years, as a drug addict, I had had several minor arrests and run-ins with the law. I was out on bond for another charge when SWAT took me down. That previous charge meant that I had to have an ankle monitor on me and report to an officer, which is how SWAT knew exactly where I was.

			What shocked Dallas PD and SWAT was that my ankle monitor was not on my ankle when they took me down; it sat on the end table next to the couch. When I felt the heat closing in on me after Dustin’s arrest, I figured

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
SIX DIMES
A NICKEL

DAM()N WEST





OEBPS/image/2.png





OEBPS/image/Image29744.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.png
SIX DIMES
A NICKEL

Life Lessons to Empower Change

DAMON WEST

sssss





OEBPS/image/3.png





